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It was the afternoon of 1 September 1879. Attendants at Melbourne’s 
Kew Lunatic Asylum were wrestling with a violent male patient. He’d 
just arrived from the central Victorian town of Sandhurst (now known 
as Bendigo) where he had been an inmate in the lunatic ward of the local 
hospital for the previous five weeks. Upon arrival at Kew he was 
relatively quiet but, when told to take a bath, he resisted vigorously. Such 
an occurrence was far from unusual – it was a well-known fact that 
lunatics hated to bathe – and, as they’d done many times before, the 
attendants finally overpowered the reluctant man and stripped him 
naked.  
It’s not known at what stage it occurred to the attendants that the lunatic 
was a woman. We don’t know what they saw first, or didn’t see. We 
don’t know what they said to the patient, or how he reacted to the 
discovery and we do not know how he spent the following day. 
However, the discovery clearly inconvenienced the authorities at Kew 
Asylum. They had paperwork for a man, not a woman, and consequently 
could not detain the patient. On the morning of 3 September, they put 
him back on the train for Bendigo with a rather curt letter demanding 
that the mess be sorted out and the patient be returned without delay. 
Also on the Bendigo train that morning were the usual supplies of the 
Melbourne daily newspaper, the Argus. On page five was a very small, 
unheadlined report of the “curious incident” that had occurred at Kew 
Asylum. Though it was unremarkable in many respects, it caused an 
immediate sensation in Bendigo. By early afternoon journalists had made 
their way to the Bendigo Hospital and had begun to unravel many 
“strange features” associated with the case. The lunatic’s name was 
Edward De Lacy Evans. He – or she – was 41 years old and had lived as 
a man for more than 20 years, working throughout that time as a miner. 
Of paramount interest, however, was the revelation that Evans was 
married. In fact, during the past 23 years he had married three different 
women and was father to an 18-month-old daughter. 
From its rather inauspicious beginning, the public exposure of Edward 
De Lacy Evans gathered rapid momentum. On 4 September, less than 
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24 hours after the story broke, the Bendigo Advertiser’s story 
‘Extraordinary case of concealment of sex’ ran to more than 4000 
words. Incredibly, it seems, journalists had managed to piece together a 
fairly accurate picture of Evans’ history, which was described as “[o]ne 
of the most unparalleled impostures … which it has ever been the 
province of the press of these colonies to chronicle, and we might even 
add is unprecedented in the annals of the whole world”. That morning 
there was such an unprecedented demand for news that supply of the 
paper was exhausted by nine o’clock and a further 1000 people wanting 
a copy were turned away empty-handed. Over the course of the day 
eager informants continued to pour in, as Evans’ friends, neighbours, 
employers and workmates came forward one after another and fuelled 
the sensation with exciting and amazing stories, dating back to Evan’s 
immigration to Australia 23 years before. Half of Sandhurst, it seemed, 
knew something of Evans’ past. The Advertiser spliced these stories 
together with its original report, increased its print run and published the 
whole thing the next day in an extraordinary special supplement that ran 
to more than 6000 words.1 These reports – and others like them that 
emerged over the following weeks – were picked up by the Melbourne 
press and later the press in the other Australian colonies, with the case 
eventually being reported in the press as far away as London and New 
York.2 
The case of Edward De Lacy Evans is one of the better known 
examples of sex impersonation in Australia’s colonial past. It was huge 
news at the time and has clearly lingered in popular memory, re-
emerging as a kind of quirky human-interest story in the mainstream 
press periodically on many occasions, right up to the 1950s. Mainstream 
knowledge of the case is no longer as widespread as it was, but the 
medical establishment clearly maintained an interest: the first medical 
journal article about Evans appeared in 18803 and a second was 
published in the late 1970s in the Medical Journal of Australia, where a 
                                                        
1 ‘Extraordinary case of concealment of sex’, Bendigo Advertiser, 5 September 1879. 
2 ‘A woman who married three wives’, New York Times, 25 December 1879, p3. This 
article was reproduced in Truth [London], 11 December 1879. 
3 O Penfold, ‘A case of man-personation by a woman’, Australian Medical Journal, 
2(4), 1880, p147. 
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tentative diagnosis of transvestism was proposed.4 More recently, the 
case has been of interest to gay and lesbian historians and community 
activists, who have seemed to enjoy the notion that Evans’ first marriage 
– to Mary Delahunty in 1858 – took place in the heart of bustling Gold 
Rush Melbourne, in St Francis’ Catholic Church in Elizabeth Street. 
Also particularly interested are local historians and residents of Bendigo, 
where the story is still widely known. In 2003, when I visited La Trobe 
University to give a public lecture on the Evans case, the lecture hall was 
almost full with many being local historians with an interest in the case.  
I first encountered the story of Edward De Lacy Evans in the early 
1990s while trying to find a focus for my research on the history of sex 
in Australia. I wanted to explore how ideas and attitudes to sex and 
sexualities had changed in the later part of the 19th and early 20th 
centuries. My interest was especially focused on ideas about ‘deviant’ 
sexualities – especially homosexuality – and I wanted to compare what I 
found in Australia to the wealth of research that had been done on the 
same topic in relation to European and North American societies. 
Evans’ story with its three marriages seemed like an excellent place to 
start. 
From the outset the case fascinated and absorbed me. It also challenged 
and confused me and ultimately it changed the entire focus of my 
research. As I read the words spoken to journalists by Evans’ third wife, 
her former friends, neighbours and the shipmates who knew her on the 
journey out from Ireland, I struggled to fully comprehend what had 
really gone on in the days and weeks following the exposure, and in the 
decades preceding it. In 1879 anyone who had anything at all to say 
about Evans agreed on one thing: the discovery of Evans’ masquerade 
was a complete surprise and an incredible shock to everyone. Yet it was 
clear that, beneath this surface agreement, numerous people must have 
known very well of Evans’ masquerade over a period of many, many 
years, with nothing being done to put a stop to it. At times it seemed as 
if some kind of unspoken agreement was in place that no-one would 
probe anybody else’s story too deeply. It had me perplexed; I often felt 
on the edge of understanding, not quite grasping the full significance of 
the words I read. I suspected there was a lot to be read ‘between the 
                                                        
4 JRB Ball and R Emmerson, ‘A case of personation’, Medical Journal of Australia, 26 
August 1978, pp198–9;  
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lines’, but I felt like a traveller, an outsider who listens carefully but 
understands only about half the language that everyone else seems to be 
using.  
So I did what historians do: I dug deeper and read more. I sought out 
obscure local papers from surrounding districts, medical and institutional 
records. I went and looked up the original shipping registers for De Lacy 
Evans’s ship. I tried to find out more about the people whose voices 
were reported in the press. I spent a lot of time reading the other parts 
of the newspapers: the bits that weren’t meant to be about Evans but 
which told me a lot about the society I was interested in. I noted other 
stories of women passing as men, a number of which were re-published 
in the wake of interest about Evans. Some dated back decades and it 
surprised me how many of these stories the press was able to dig up and 
discuss in such a short space of time. There were also at least two stories 
of women dressing as men to copy-cat Evans in public masquerades, 
leading to the police getting involved. At the same time I noticed 
ordinary theatre reviews describing women playing male characters on 
the stage and reviews of plays where a female character cross-dresses as 
part of the plot. The more I read, the more jigsaw pieces I seemed to 
unearth. But the picture I was trying to put together seemed to just get 
bigger and bigger.  
Soon I found myself reading a long way off my original focus. I was 
supposed to be researching a history of sex, yet I found myself spending 
a whole day reading large slabs of the 1881 Royal Commission’s report 
into the Victoria Police – the report related to the police pursuit of Ned 
Kelly and his gang. This transpired because I noticed reports of the 
Kelly gang in the papers at around the time of the Evans controversy 
and recalled Sydney Nolan’s famous painting of bushranger Steve Hart 
in a dress. It seemed just too much of a coincidence. And my diversion 
was rewarded: there were references to Ned Kelly cross-dressing in the 
Commission report. Furthermore, the policeman who shot at an 
unarmed female hostage during the siege at the Glenrowan Hotel had 
used as his excuse that he thought a woman was Ned Kelly in disguise. I 
wasn’t sure what any of this meant, but I wondered how far I could take 
it and what I would find if I really went looking. One thing seemed clear, 
though. I was never going to understand much about the Evans case if I 
restricted my focus to a narrow study of sex and sexuality. I opened my 
eyes and changed the entire direction of my research. 
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I began to draw together everything I could find that related to themes 
of cross-dressing and gender blurring within Australian history, in all its 
variety. I wanted to find out how cross-dressing was ordinarily 
understood, the kinds of ideas and notions that people were familiar 
with, the ways of thinking that they brought with them when they were 
confronted with a massively interesting public controversy such as that 
which surrounded Edward De Lacy Evans. I began consciously trolling 
through very diverse sources from different periods – back to the time 
of European arrival, into convict records and in the earliest accounts of 
European encounters with Aboriginal people. Once I started to look for 
cross-dressing in Australian historical sources I seemed to find it 
everywhere. I read numerous first-hand accounts of Australia in the 19th 
century – by travellers, ex-convicts, immigrants, diggers from the gold 
fields. They didn’t all contain cross-dressing – far from it. But enough 
did to keep my spirits up and keep me looking. I was also astonished to 
realise how many classic Australian novels and short stories contain 
cross-dressing – notably Joseph Furphy’s Such is life (1903), Tasma’s 
‘Monsieur Caloshe’ (1890), Ernest Favenc’s ‘The Parson’s blackboy’ 
(1893), Eve Langley’s The pea pickers (1942) and Patrick White’s The 
Twyborn affair.5 Then I started reading some of the obscure and forgotten 
serials and short stories that appear throughout a myriad of 19th-century 
newspapers and magazines and discovered that these famous works 
were just the tip of the iceberg. 
I spent a lot of time reading old newspapers. I read everything I could 
from the period surrounding major incidents and then just started 
randomly selecting newspapers from microfiche stores and reading 
them, looking for anything related to cross-dressing. With so many 
newspapers and such an enormous timeframe, any notion of a 
systematic search was ridiculous, so I allowed myself the luxury of 
reading what interested me. In one period of research, having just found 
a few convict examples (skimming through books with wonderful titles 
like Their chastity was not too rigid), I picked a likely newspaper, the Hobart 
Town Courier and a suitable year, 1841, and started to read. Unheadlined, 
                                                        
5 These texts are discussed from a literary perspective by E McMahon, ‘Outdressed: 
cross-dressing in Australian fiction from 1890 to 1980’, PhD thesis, University of 
Sydney, 1994. See also E McMahon, ‘Furphy 1 – Mary, Alf, and Jack the shellback: 
transvestism as adolescence in Such is life’, Notes and Furphies, 38, 1997, pp2–6.  
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among the police reports, was indication that a convict woman, Jane 
Wilcocks, had been given 14 days in the Female Factory. She was found 
guilty of being a “rogue and a vagabond” after being discovered in male 
attire (a red shirt, trousers and cap), which had been furnished by a 
French sailor off whose whaling boat she claimed to have fallen.6 My 
days weren’t always this rewarding. Reading old newspapers was slow 
going and often not immediately fruitful, but it was also very hard to 
walk away from. Stories of cross-dressing tended to pop up utterly 
without warning, usually when I least expected it. Many times I likened 
myself to a gambler who’d spent all day feeding a particular machine 
waiting for a payout, scared to give up in case the next big find was just 
around the corner. I often wonder what I missed, with my tired eyes, 
random selections and my finite time to search.  
This book – the product of the process I have outlined – is about cross-
dressing and sexuality in Australian history. The focus is upon the period 
from the arrival of the First Fleet until the early 1920s and 1930s, 
although the conclusion to this book provides a detailed discussion of 
the evolving meanings and significances of cross-dressing within 
Australian cultural life, right up until the present day. The forms of 
cross-dressing considered here are intentionally broad, diverse and 
sometimes heterogeneous. The book looks at cultural representations 
that include cross-dressing, such as theatre and fiction, but also at real 
people, what they did and how their societies responded to them. 
Women put on men’s clothes and men put on women’s for a multitude 
of reasons, in vastly differing contexts, and with wildly different 
responses. Categories of cross-dressers included women ‘passing’ as men 
in moments of their lives to work or travel or adventure. Other related 
(but in many ways quite different) cases involved individuals, such as 
Edward De Lacy Evans, who were born and raised as women, but 
adopted male identities for much of their lives, living, dressing and 
sometimes marrying as men. Examples of men ‘passing’ as women for 
protracted periods are much rarer, though not unknown. However, 
evidence of men caught in female attire while seeking homosexual 
encounters is much more common and this book considers the publicity 
surrounding, and often very harsh legal responses to, several notorious 
cases.  
                                                        
6 Untitled, Hobart Town Courier and Van Diemen’s Land Gazette, 12 February 1841, p4. 
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These types of sustained and often highly suspect masquerades can be 
contrasted with the prevalence of cross-dressing as a practice engaged in 
from time to time by otherwise respectable citizens for amusement, at 
parties and fancy-dress balls or even, more daringly, in the street. Indeed, 
men found in female attire frequently claimed to have been merely out 
masquerading, or on their way to a party in fancy dress. Popular interest 
in cross-dressing was also expressed in Australian fiction, autobiography, 
illustration, and especially on the stage, where cross-dressing, both in the 
form of cross-dressed characters and in the practice of male and female 
actors playing characters of the opposite sex, was very common. 
This book makes two key, inter-related arguments. The first is an 
historical argument about cross-dressing as a specific historical 
phenomenon (or rather a set of phenomena) which is subject to change 
and variation over time, as well as to sometimes surprising continuities. I 
seek to understand cross-dressing historically, by unravelling its links to 
wider themes within Australian cultural life and to more specific shifts in 
understandings of gender representation and sexuality.  
The book also presents a series of theoretical arguments about the 
relevance and significance of cross-dressing, gender ambiguity and sex 
impersonation within culture. I argue that cross-dressing appeared so 
persistently in published sources because it serves several key functions 
in cultural expression. The first of these relates to how a society 
constructs its gendered rules and expectations about how men and 
women should behave. Take the following example: in 1891 the 
scandalous Sydney newspaper Bird of Freedom related the amusing (or 
bemusing) experience of a young society lady during a visit to her 
dressmaker. The shop was busy when she arrived so she waited for the 
dressmaker, along with a gentleman-customer. Soon after, a maid came 
into the room and said to the gentleman, “Madam says your waist is 
ready, sir”, and the gentleman left the room with the maid. The young 
society woman was shocked and this feeling escalated when the 
gentleman returned a short time later chatting with the dressmaker: “Fit! 
My dear madam, it is splendid … You are perfect. Now don’t forget the 
trimmings on my dress”. Horrified that her own dressmaker was making 
dresses for a man, the lady resolved to leave and never return. But the 
dressmaker saw at a glance what was troubling her young patron and 
said:  
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Why, my dear Miss –, I know what you are thinking about … 
That gentleman is Johnny Sheridan, the ‘Widow O’Brien’, 
and a regular customer. My dear, if you could only see him! 
He makes the best woman you ever saw.7 
This little interlude produced a significant boundary between acceptable 
and unacceptable behaviour. It sketched out a distinction between the 
realm of theatre and entertainment and the real world. There was cross-
dressing whose purpose was to impress and amaze – in which cross-
dressing was art. Then there was the shadowy world of cross-dressing 
for unspoken, yet culturally recognisable, deviant sexual motivation. The 
example alluded to both and drew the distinction between them. At the 
same time it outlined a point of danger and misunderstanding, a point at 
which those who played with gender impersonation risked being seen as 
sexually deviant. Unless one was the renowned Johnny Sheridan (a 
famous female impersonator in Australia at the time) might one not be 
(mis)understood to be ‘up to no good’? The butt of the joke here was 
the culturally unsophisticated young woman who did not recognise the 
great Johnny Sheridan. Her embarrassment helped to hive off the realm 
of the entertainer – by creating a favoured, sheltered category for him – 
and to encourage the public to foster similar distinctions between art 
and life. The ways in which distinctions were made between theatrical 
(both formal and amateur) cross-dressing and other forms of cross-
dressing, particularly cross-dressing associated with sexual motivations, 
is a recurrent theme in this book. 
Many of the stories discussed in this book are wonderful tales of 
courage, adventure, love and daring rebellion. They are also often 
ultimately tragic stories, about abuses of power on many levels, about 
death, imprisonment, disappointment, loss and grief. In many of the 
instances discussed in this book, cultural concern with individuals’ lives 
and behaviour was not restricted to an abstract discourse about them. 
Instead, attention was directly and intimately concerned with their 
bodies, their thoughts and self-perceptions, their sexual and gendered 
behaviours, their freedom of movement and their relationships with 
others. Initially the concern in many instances seems to be with 
controlling, constraining and modifying transgressive behaviours. 
                                                        
7 ‘A society belle shocked’, Bird of Freedom [Sydney], 12 September 1891, p4. 
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However individuals were often forced to participate in this process and 
evidence of their own self-reassessment or compliance, the ways they 
changed (and sometimes did not change) and adapted to social 
expectations was accorded tremendous power in the overall meanings 
that emerged from each case. This story might on the surface appear a 
bleak one, but it is nonetheless imperative to tease it out and understand 
it, in all its complexity and detail. Precisely because this process of 
cultural management and containment is about meaning-making and the 
construction of powerful normalising narratives, it overwhelms and 
obscures irreconcilable information, alternative discourses and troubling 
moments of resistance. They are still there, beneath the surface, but are 
often hard to recognise until the processes of containment and 
management have been stripped away. 
The second key function that cross-dressing (and in particular gender 
impersonation) played within cultural expression, is one I certainly did 
not anticipate. What I discovered was that references to cross-dressing 
tended to appear in public forms of expression (plays, cartoon, fiction 
and the press) during moments of social dislocation or uncertainty, or 
alongside discussions of serious or controversial topics. I found 
references to cross-dressing in discussion of race-relations, convict 
societies, bushranging, during the gold rushes, the 1890s and 1930s 
depressions and during World War One. In these kinds of situations, 
odd little examples of cross-dressing, either fictional or based on some 
person’s actual experiences, appeared in public discussion, serving as a 
humorous or dramatic point of focus, upon which concerns about some 
aspect of society could be articulated and worked through. 
This analysis emerges from a critical engagement with the theoretical 
ideas of queer theorists, most notably Judith Butler and Marjorie Garber, 
and with the volume of work that has been explicitly or implicitly 
influenced by their work. Though both Butler’s and Garber’s work is 
subtle, complex and difficult to reduce to essences, one of the major 
themes emerging from their work is an emphasis on the potentially 
destabilising effects of cross-dressing on a range of cultural certainties. 
Within Butler’s now famous performative model of gender, cross-
dressing, in certain circumstances, is accorded the power to reveal all 
gender as performance, thereby disrupting the claims to authenticity of 
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naturalised heterosexual genders.8 Similarly, Garber argues that cross-
dressing disrupts and calls into question the possibility of stable binaries, 
not just those of male/female and homosexual/heterosexual but across 
culture more generally. Cross-dressing is, she argues a “space of possibility 
structuring and confounding culture: the disruptive element that intervenes, 
not just a category crisis of male and female, but the crisis of category 
itself”.9  
These theoretical insights have been enormously influential, and yet their 
implications for historical writing have not always been straightforward. 
Martha Vicinus, for example, has criticised the theorists themselves for 
paying insufficient attention to historical context, pointing to the 
importance of recognising changing meanings in different periods.10 
Anne McClintock is similarly critical of some aspects of Garber’s work, 
arguing that the emphasis on cross-dressing as disruption tends to 
obscure very significant and real differences between different types of 
cross-dressers in history and how they were variously understood in 
their different contexts.11  
While my analysis is also profoundly influenced by Garber’s and Butler’s 
work, I share these historians’ concerns and would add a few of my own. 
The most significant of these is that, despite the subtlety in much of 
Butler’s and Garber’s work, when taken up by others, notions of 
destabilisation and disruption are sometimes treated simplistically and 
without due regard to the essential role that everyday transgression and 
disruption plays in the production (as well as destabilisation) of 
normative categories.  
The very notion of an ordered world relies upon the ability to relegate 
irreconcilable, confronting or contradictory material to a category of 
                                                        
8 J Butler, Gender trouble: feminism and the subversion of identity, Routledge, New York, 
1990. See also, J Butler, ‘Imitation and gender insubordination’, in D Fuss (ed), 
Inside/out: lesbian theories, gay theories, Routledge, New York, 1991, pp13–31. 
9 M Garber, Vested interests: cross-dressing and cultural anxiety, Penguin, London, 1993, 
p17.  
10 M Vicinus, ‘Lesbian history: all theory and no facts or all facts and no theory?’, 
Radical History Review, 60, 1994, pp62–3. 
11 A McClintock, Imperial leather: race, gender and sexuality in the colonial contest, Routledge, 
New York, 1995, pp67–9, 173–76. 
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‘abnormality’ situated firmly outside the borders of the ‘normal’.12 In the 
case of sex and the differences between men and women, isolated 
examples of individuals who might otherwise be seen as compromising 
the possibility of clearly defined categories – those like De Lacy Evans 
who blur differences or create a ‘grey-area’ – are separated into a 
category defined as ‘extraordinary’. What remains once the irreconcilable 
is removed is an emptied middle ground between two categories, which 
then gives weight to the illusion that it is self-evident that category A 
(men) and category B (women) are worlds apart.13  
While cross-dressing may be found everywhere within popular culture, 
no matter how commonly it was discussed, it was discussed in highly 
stylised ways that constructed it (in contrast to an idealised orderly 
world) as aberrant, isolated, rare, surprising, secretive, exceptional and 
amazing. With respect to female husbands living for decades in male 
attire, or male prostitutes plying their trade, the style of shocked 
discussion about them reflected a disruption of cultural certainties, while 
simultaneously constructing or re-enforcing a realm of exceptional 
behaviour that operated as a boundary, regulating and bringing meaning 
to the more conventional behaviour of all men and women. Reading 
such examples as straightforward evidence of chaos and disorder 
underestimates the cultural significance of cross-dressing and the ways in 
which examples of chaos and disorder actually assist the production of 
stable and reliable notions of order and normality.14 
Since the mid-1980s, there has been an enormous expansion in academic 
interest in cross-dressing, both from historians and literary critics 
internationally. This work has revealed a wealth of information on cross-
dressing of the past, both in terms of the ‘real’ lives of individual men 
and women who cross-dressed, and the surprisingly common 
representation of the phenomenon in art, literature and theatre, dating 
back centuries and across very diverse cultures.15 Despite this growing 
                                                        
12 D Fuss, ‘Inside/out’, in Fuss, op cit, pp1–12. 
13 For an important discussion on the significance of binaries, see E Sedgwick, 
Epistemology of the closet, University of California Press, Berkeley, 1990, pp9–12. 
14 On this see J Kucich, The power of lies: transgression in Victorian fiction, Cornell 
University Press, Ithaca, New York, 1994. 
15 See (for example) V L Bullough & B Bullough, Cross dressing, sex and gender, 
University of Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia,1993; and articles in J Epstein, & K 
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international interest, considerations of Australian historical examples or 
Australian fictional writing or plays are very few in number, and have 
been mainly confined to articles focusing on a single case in some detail. 
Some of this work is excellent, combining a solid appreciation for 
current theory with fabulous research and insightful historical analysis. 
Three notable articles are Ruth Ford’s on Eugenia Falleni, who lived and 
married as a man and was tried for the murder of his/her wife in Sydney 
in 1920, Susanne Davies’ on Gordon Lawrence, who was arrested while 
dressed in female attire at the 1888 Melbourne Exhibition, and Gail 
Reekie’s on Marion-Bill-Edwards who was arrested as a man and tried 
for burglary in 1906.16 I have benefited enormously from an engagement 
with the work of these scholars, and also from the pioneering historical 
and archival work of Anne Summers, Robert French and, more recently, 
Mimi Colligan, who have also contributed to research on various cases 
involving cross-dressing.17 This book revisits the cases discussed by 
                                                                                                                  
Straub (eds), Body guards: the cultural politics of gender ambiguity, Routledge, New York, 
1991, and L Ferris (ed), Crossing the stage: controversies on cross-dressing, Routledge, 
London, 1993. On non-western theatrical cross-dressing see: S L Li, Cross-dressing in 
Chinese opera, Hong Kong University Press, Hong Kong, 2003 and B Powell, “Cross-
dressing on the Japanese stage’, in A Shaw and S Ardener (eds), Changing sex and 
bending gender, Berghahn Books, 2005, pp138–48. 
16 Several of these cases and a number of literary examples are discussed in brief 
terms in D Coad, Gender trouble down under: Australian masculinities, Presses 
Universitaires de Valenciennes, Valenciennes France, 2002. In depth considerations 
can be found in R Ford, ‘“The man-woman murderer’: sex fraud, sexual inversion 
and the unmentionable “article’ in 1920s Australia’, Gender and History, 12(1), 2000, 
pp158–96; S Davies, ‘Sexuality, performance, and spectatorship in law: the case of 
Gordon Lawrence, Melbourne, 1888’, Journal of the History of Sexuality, 7(3), 1997, 
pp389–408; G Reekie, ‘“She was a lovable man’: Marion/Bill Edwards and the 
feminisation of Australian culture’, Journal of Australian Lesbian Feminist Studies, 4, 
1994, pp43–50. 
17 A Summers, ‘Marion/Bill Edwards’, Refractory Girl, Summer, 1974, pp21–22; R 
French, Camping by a billabong, Blackwattle Press, Leichhardt, New South Wales, 
1993; ‘“Where the action was’: archival sources for gay history in Australia’, in R 
Aldrich (ed), Gay perspectives: essays in Australian gay culture, Department of Economic 
History, University of Sydney, Sydney, 1992, pp181–96; M Colligan, ‘Cross dressing 
among the workers 1850s, 1950s’, unpublished paper presented at the ‘Bring a plate’ 
Feminist Cultural Studies Conference, Melbourne, 1992; and M Colligan, ‘The 
mysterious Edward/Ellen De Lacy Evans. The picaresque in real life’, The La Trobe 
Journal, 69, Autumn 2002, p66. Other short publications (both on the case of 
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these historians, as well as other cases which have been newly discovered 
in the pages of old newspapers. Because of the greater scope of this 
project, I have been able to compare and contrast examples, to consider 
issues such as change over time and differences between gender, class, 
race and context. It has also been possible to consider instances of 
individual gender transgression in relation to other types of cultural 
representations of cross-dressing, such as cross-dressing on the stage, in 
fiction, autobiography or travel writing, or in the verse, jokes and 
cartoons which appeared in various publications such as the Bulletin, 
Truth, Punch or Boomerang in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 
 
* * * * 
 
How common was cross-dressing in 19th and early 20th century 
Australia? After many years of research this is still not an easy question 
to answer. My research and writing has been influenced by a fascination 
for what is lost of past lives and by the always uncertain process of 
trying to interpret and make sense of fragmentary evidence left by a 
world that at times appears very different to my own. I have tried to 
approach this book as partly a work of imagination, of reading between 
the lines, of wondering what might have been said or thought, of what 
secret agendas might have influenced the content of the scant public 
documents that now are all that remain.  
Finding the examples upon which this project is based has been very 
much a process of immersing myself in the popular culture of the day, 
reading, following clues, wondering and waiting. Even so, I was 
constrained by other issues. To what extent does public cultural 
expression reflect what people do in private? If cross-dressing was a 
common activity, but was largely a private thing done amongst friends 
and family, it may rarely have appeared in newspapers, while still being 
relatively common. Or, alternatively, the ways in which it was recorded 
might have been very subtle and difficult to decipher. It may have been 
hinted at, with good manners preventing open discussion in certain 
                                                                                                                  
Edward De Lacy Evans) include: JRB Ball and R Emmerson, ‘A case of 
personation’, Medical Journal of Australia, 26 August 1978, pp198–9; and H Pausaker, 
‘A hundred years of male impersonation’, Gay Community News, 2(1), 1980, pp28–9.  
 
 xxi
these historians, as well as other cases which have been newly discovered 
in the pages of old newspapers. Because of the greater scope of this 
project, I have been able to compare and contrast examples, to consider 
issues such as change over time and differences between gender, class, 
race and context. It has also been possible to consider instances of 
individual gender transgression in relation to other types of cultural 
representations of cross-dressing, such as cross-dressing on the stage, in 
fiction, autobiography or travel writing, or in the verse, jokes and 
cartoons which appeared in various publications such as the Bulletin, 
Truth, Punch or Boomerang in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 
 
* * * * 
 
How common was cross-dressing in 19th and early 20th century 
Australia? After many years of research this is still not an easy question 
to answer. My research and writing has been influenced by a fascination 
for what is lost of past lives and by the always uncertain process of 
trying to interpret and make sense of fragmentary evidence left by a 
world that at times appears very different to my own. I have tried to 
approach this book as partly a work of imagination, of reading between 
the lines, of wondering what might have been said or thought, of what 
secret agendas might have influenced the content of the scant public 
documents that now are all that remain.  
Finding the examples upon which this project is based has been very 
much a process of immersing myself in the popular culture of the day, 
reading, following clues, wondering and waiting. Even so, I was 
constrained by other issues. To what extent does public cultural 
expression reflect what people do in private? If cross-dressing was a 
common activity, but was largely a private thing done amongst friends 
and family, it may rarely have appeared in newspapers, while still being 
relatively common. Or, alternatively, the ways in which it was recorded 
might have been very subtle and difficult to decipher. It may have been 
hinted at, with good manners preventing open discussion in certain 
                                                                                                                  
Edward De Lacy Evans) include: JRB Ball and R Emmerson, ‘A case of 
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circumstances. Perhaps it was so commonplace that it was rarely 
recorded simply because it was not news. Remember, also, that where 
cross-dressing involved masquerading as a member of the opposite sex, 
if it was successful it would have left no evidence at all that it ever 
occurred, making the subject of my study invisible. I am consequently 
tantalised by descriptions of individuals who might possibly be in 
disguise. In an 1869 article published in the Australasian, Marcus Clarke 
described two “figures” arriving, at a coffee-stall at which he had 
situated himself. One was tall and the other a short, fat man. They were 
music-hall singers and before long the short one began to sing in a “high 
voice”.18 There is not enough here to make anything definite out of it. 
Perhaps the men were what they seemed. But would Clarke have 
necessarily known if the short, fat man was a woman in disguise if that 
in fact was what she was? What if he was suspicious, but not sure – how 
might uncertainty have affected the way he described them? Could his 
use of the term “figures” – instead of “men” – be significant? Is this a 
code that readers of his time recognised easily? And is it significant that 
he identifies the two as entertainers – “music hall singers” – given the 
association between cross-dressing and theatre?  
This is not the only such example I have found. Another comes from A 
chequered career (1887) where the anonymous male author described 
coming across a troupe of travelling gymnasts headed up by “the 
muscular Miss Lottie”.19 Again, although there is nothing explicitly 
occurring in the text to suggest the author doubted the sex of his new 
friend, I wonder why inverted commas were placed around her name in 
this passage: “We invited the fair ‘Lottie’ to supper at McCormack’s 
hotel, and she was so kind as to show us the muscles of her arms. 
Through constant trapeze work, and other gymnastic exercises, her 
muscles had become as fully developed as a blacksmith’s”.20 A tradition 
of men impersonating women in the circus dates back at least to the 
Napoleonic era, so it is not impossible that Lottie was an 
                                                        
18 M Clarke, ‘Taking mine ease in Mine Inn’, Australasian, 3 July 1869, reproduced in 
LT Hergenhan (ed), A colonial city: high and low life. Selected journalism of Marcus Clarke, 
University of Queensland Press, St Lucia Queensland, 1972, p154. 
19 Anonymous, A chequered career; or, 15 years’ experiences in Australia and New Zealand, 
Macmillan’s Colonial Library, London, 1887, p194. 
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impersonator.21 But it is equally possible that this potential clue about 
impersonation was just a figment of the author’s over-active 
imagination. An 1895 report in the Sydney Truth included a statement by 
Mlle Adelina Antonio who was then performing at the Exhibition 
Buildings in Melbourne:  
Many people think I’m a man when I do my act, and I often 
hear remarks to that effect when I am going through the 
audience after my dive. The reason people think so is through 
seeing my bare arms, which you can see are developed like a 
man’s.22 
In 1996, about two years after I began this research, I travelled to 
Adelaide to stay with my 87-year-old grandmother, Lillian [Lil] Chesser, 
who was receiving treatment for breast cancer. A fall had left her with a 
broken hip and, though she had partly recovered, for the first time I was 
conscious that her life was coming to a close. 
Lil was the second youngest of eight children and by 1996 she was the 
last of her siblings left alive. Much of my stay there was spent sorting 
through several boxes of photographs and asking Lil questions about 
herself and my family, who were working people who left few written 
traces of their lives. There was a letter written to my great-grandmother 
by a friend in 1893, in which she describes going down to Port Adelaide 
to look at the pretty sailor boys. My great-grandparents’ marriage 
certificate was also there, kept in an envelope because it was torn into 
little pieces. Lil never knew by whom, but she supposed one of her 
parents had done it during an argument. But mainly there were 
photographs, dating from the 1920s. Photographs of Lil in 1920s 
flapper-style clothing, sitting on a car, or in bathing costume. 
                                                        
21 Bullough & Bullough, op cit, pp236–37. See also: P Ackroyd, Transvestism and drag: 
the history of an obsession, Simon & Shuster, New York, 1979; and R Baker, Drag: a 
history of female impersonation in the performing arts, Cassell, London, 1994. 
22 ‘The queen of the air’, Truth [Sydney], 10 November, 1895, p7. P Tait has pointed 
out that George Loyal, husband of high wire performer Ella Zuilla, almost certainly 
cross-dressed to appear as a female performer in some of her acts. See: ‘“The 
Australian Marvels”, wire-walkers Ella Zuilla and George Loyal, and geographies of 
circus body identity’, in E Shafer and S Bradley Smith (eds), Playing Australia: 
Australian theatre and the international stage, Rodopi, Amsterdam New York 2003, pp80–
92. 
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Photographs of picnics, with beautiful, shapely old cars and bottles of 
beer, standing tall and icy-cold looking on trestle tables, and smiling 
faces of people now long gone. They were relatives or family friends 
who had died before I was born, or whose elderly faces I had 
encountered as a child, but would never have recognised. I had Lil 
identify them for me: my father as a baby, my grandfather as a teenager, 
my great-grandmother and great-grandfather, my great-uncles and aunts, 
their wives, husbands, boyfriends, girlfriends, neighbours, workmates. 
 
 
Figure 0.1 Lil McNeil, c1927 
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Figure 0.2 Lil McNeil and her sisters, c1927 
Among the photographs was one of a young man dressed in jacket, 
trousers, hat and bow-tie. He stood in front of a rough-looking picket 
fence, very casual and sure of himself, looking straight at the camera, 
hands planted in trouser pockets. The photo caught my attention 
immediately. There was something about it that was very familiar. 
Nanna who is this? I asked, handing her the photograph. Patiently, but 
without enthusiasm, she took it from me and, finding her reading 
glasses, looked at it. Almost immediately her face brightened. She began 
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to laugh. Oh I’d forgotten about that, she said. Something had clearly tickled 
her fancy, and she continued chuckling. I was hesitant to jump to 
conclusions as it was not the sort of mistake a woman would necessarily 
take in good humour, but eventually I asked: Is that you Nanna? She 
continued laughing and nodding. I’d forgotten about that, she repeated. 
Soon I’d found other snaps taken that day. It was all part of a playful 
stunt she’d orchestrated with her brother in law. She was about 18 years 
old and he was not much older. She had put on his clothes, and he’d put 
on her dress, then with other family members they’d gone out into the 
street to show off, parade around and pose for the camera.  
This incident has stayed with me throughout the writing of this book for 
a number of reasons. I was struck by my chance discovery of it. A year 
later Lil died. Though it is hard to say how convincing her 
impersonation was in real life, certainly there would be little reason to 
doubt Lil’s sex from the photograph alone. The casual observer would 
have had no reason to suspect the photograph was anything other than 
that of a young man, long dead, whose identity was long forgotten. I was 
also conscious of the chance (and also historically dependent) nature of 
the recording of the event. Someone must have had a camera with film 
in it that day. It would have been around 1927 when cameras were less 
expensive, more compact and more widely available to capture and record 
a spontaneous moment of fun, than they had been for earlier 
generations. 
This incident also highlighted something in a personal way that I had 
already been aware of at a more abstract theoretical level. To late 20th 
century and early 21st century audiences, the associations between cross-
dressing and homosexuality are generally immediate and obvious. This is 
indicative of the highly sexualised culture we live in, the prominence of 
cross-dressing in a highly visible gay male subculture, its historical and 
contemporary links to lesbian subcultures and style, and its increasingly 
mainstream audience and acceptance. In truth, when I found 
photographs of Lil dressed as a man, the first thing that occurred to me 
– however briefly – was that I might have stumbled upon some carefully 
hidden evidence of a secret ‘deviant’ life. It was soon apparent, though, 
that such a reading had never entered Lil’s mind. Instead, for her the 
photographs were evidence of youthful energy, exuberance, daring fun, 
play acting and over-the-top hilarious adventures. She was utterly 
unembarrassed by them and told me about the day in the same way that 
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she told me of meeting the young men at the local dances she attended 
in the late 1920s and early 1930s. 
Much of the focus in this book is upon the complex and changing 
relationships between particular types of cross-dressing, gender 
inversion and notions of deviant sexualities. However to understand the 
complex relationships between cross-dressing, gender and sexuality for a 
now distant past society, it has been necessary to paint a broader picture 
of the relevance of gender disorder within Australian cultural life. 
 
 
Figure 0.3 Lil McNeil with her brother in law, c1927 
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Consequently, this book is divided into two, with the first half of the 
book consciously ‘looking away’ from an immediate focus upon 
sexuality, with the intention of drawing out and re-centring the diverse 
cultural manifestations of gender confusion and disorder. From the 
earliest days of the European arrival, to the 1930s and beyond, cross-
dressing enjoyed enormous appeal due to its persistent associations with 
the pleasures of fancy-dress, masquerade and theatre. Its potentially 
sinister side, the dangerous (and sometimes exciting) possibilities of 
impersonation, disguise and fraud, also drew around the phenomenon 
an enduring cultural fascination. Prior to the 1930s, cross-dressing was 
understood in relation to aspects of the culture that were particular to 
that time and which no longer exist in quite the same way.  
The second half of the book looks explicitly at the relationships (and 
sometimes lack thereof) between notions of deviant sexualities, gender 
inversion or impersonation and cross-dressing. It is introduced by the 
extraordinary story of John Wilson, who was sentenced to death for 
sodomy in 1863, after masquerading as a female prostitute on the streets 
of Fitzroy. Touching on themes of cross-dressing, sexuality, law, 
medicine, masquerade and impersonation, the extraordinary detail of the 
Wilson case provides a powerful backdrop to the discussion that 
follows. Strong associations existed between male cross-dressing and 
‘unnatural’ sexual practices among men, with male cross-dressers often 
encountering explicit questioning of their motives. By contrast women 
who cross-dressed rarely encountered any explicit questioning of 
possible sexual motivations for adopting male attire. This reflected the 
relative silence about the possibility of same-sex desire between women, 
despite the fact that knowledge about lesbianism was circulating in some 
limited forums in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. This is not to 
say that notions of deviant or inappropriate sexuality were irrelevant. On 
the contrary, they were crucial. Although sexuality only rarely became a 
focus of discussion, when it did it had clear effects, altering the meaning 
of the cross-dressing as a whole, casting what might otherwise be 
understood as a romantic masquerade or adventure, as deviant, 
dangerous and/or mad. Responses could be harsh and unforgiving if an 
impersonation became construed in such a fashion. Indeed, the final 
chapter of this book looks at a second death sentence for an Australian 
cross-dresser. In 1920 Eugenia Falleni/Harry Crawford was found guilty 
of murdering her/his wife while she/he was living as a man, and 
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sentenced to death. Although the sentence was for murder, not gender 
impersonation, the long-term impersonation and the marriage saw 
Falleni construed as deviant, deceptive and criminal before a word was 
said in court. The experiences of Edward de Lacy Evans, John Wilson 
and Eugenia Falleni remind us that, for individuals who chose to break 
some of society’s most fundamental rules, the stakes could be very high 
indeed. 
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